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BRUTCOMMUNICATION

SEASONALACTIVITY OFTHEEARTHWORM,GEMASCOLEXLATERALIS
(MEGASCOLECIDAE), IN A EUCALYPTUSWOODLANDIN SOUTHAUSTRALIA

The earthworm fauna of agricultural habitats, especially

pastures, has been extensively surveyed in Mouth-eastern

Australia In recent years 1
"

1

. The fauna is dominated by

accidentally introduced species, particularly Lumbricidae

from Rliropc (e.g., AportVCtodeii caiii;ifu>su, A, (iu})c:tiith's

and A. rplnsd), Native species are rare. Vei> little is known

of trie biologies ol native earthworms, either in urban,

agricultural or native habitats' ? ". This brief

communication reports on the seasonal activity of

(,tMit\<<>U>\ laicralis (Spencer 1892} (Megascolecidae).

one of the most common native species in South Australia,

and offers one possible explanation for its rarity in pastures.

Eneclbrook National Trust Reserve is an open forest

iEutrih'pitts uhlicfmi - E. hoxteti) at Hridgewater in the

Mount LoJiv Ranges, SA (350 m altitude. Grid reference

962224 on' Sheet 6627-1. Echunua, I ; SOQOd), The

understorey of the reserve is composed of shrubs such as

Banksia, Acacia, HuU-a, LcptospertmuH and Hthhvn'ta spp.

The soil is a yellow pod/olic Average annual raintall is

1050 mm. Much of hngelbrook Reserve has been burnt hy

busiitlres in recent years but the sites reporled here had not

been burnt for at least 35 years at the lime of the studv

Baker' : '

' set eighty pitfall traps (plastic jats. l
> cm diarn,,

9 cm deep) flush with the .soil surface within l:ngelbrook

Reserve in March 1983. Forty (raps were set on a north-

west slope and the other forty on a south-west slope. The

traps were set 10 in apart in two transeeLs on each slope.

Fach nap was covered by a ceramic tile (15 s 15 cm), set

appioximaiely 2 cm ahove the traps on three nails. These

tiles prevented rain and leafliuer from fouling the traps. No
preservative was added to the traps. The traps were

inspected weekly until March 1MN4 and the invertebrates
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l»g. I . Numbers CtfGtvWCaleX laWralh trapped per week in Rngelbrook Reserve, S A during I983-K4 (bars). Weekly

rainfalls, recorded nearbv at Stirling Post Office, are included (line).
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thai were cmieht Were preserved fur later counting.

One species of earthworm. (V. lawnilis, was trapped,

mostly in the summer months (Fiir 1). There was n«
discernible difference helwecn the catches on the ivvu

slopes H = 1.42. p > 01)5 lor a paired t test comparing total

weekly cinches tor the two slopes), the data lor the two

groups of traps have therefore been combined in \
s

\\*. I.

There was no apparent relationship between the peak in

napped eaithwoims in December and prevailing weather

(c e.. tahifal)) at thai lime (r = - 0.239. /> > 0.05 lot wceU>
data tor 9 NWmlvr l*>H3 to 21 March 1084),

Tlie:iLti\i lies ul earthworms, on and near the soil surhu.e.

are usually associated with coo], wet weather in temperate

and mediterranean habitats" * In particular. Abbott

reported that the activity of native earthworms in a jarrah

lotest in south-western WAwas restricted to wmtei and

spring when -oil moist uic was highest, It is therefore

sin posing thai the surface activity df G. ItitvmltA peaked m
stunmcr at Kngelnrook Keserve when weather was at its

hottest and diiesL However, Lawson 1 " found (i. hucrnti;

Ihrouphout (lie year in the surface Livers ol the sod (0o mi
Jeep) In U kutvlyfKUi woodland near Cape .Icrvis, SA. She

arjiued llial. hecause ol the predominance ol elitellate .utoh*

at this time, (V. Inhnifis reproduced during the hotter,

wanner months o| (he year in this woodland. She did not

find cocoons (at any time) lo vrnl'v this conclusion. In

addition. l.awson could not find Q. lateralis ill a nearby

pasture. Baker eM/A" did find siiull uinnhers of 6'. htlvmlis

in other pastures in the Mount Lolly Ranges, In ihese

pastures. G. laUralts was present in the top 10 liii ol soil

from autumn to spring but retreated to grcak'i depths in the

sammei mouths. Most worms were found in a patch within

one pasltirc near a clump of Eucalyptus tices .md lallen

log*,

Why C talemtiji is present, indeed most active, on the

soil surface in native woodland $ during summer is not at all

clear. Apparently, the shelter provided by die above-ground

vegetation in woodlands provides sufficient nioi-.tnie jnd

cool temperatures lo enable such behaviour hint in open
pastilles, it seems likely that the lack of similar vegetation

would prevenl this summer surface activity and heme
reduce the abundance ot (', Utirnili\_ II i| js to survive in

pastures at all ihrotigh summer. G htioralis musi retreat

bom surface layers to greater depths when- conditions jje

Lonlpr and moisler. as do the more abundant, introduced

lunibiieids IJ
'v
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